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Abstract
Purpose – This study aimed at analyzing the post-COVID-19 resilience and recovery trajectories of two 
African mixed World Heritage Sites (WHS), the Maloti-Drakensberg Park and the Ngorongoro Conservation 
Area. The study explored how these sites’ dual natural and cultural management, stakeholder dynamics and 
governance structures influenced the scaling of innovative, low-impact tourism practices in response to the 
pandemic.
Design/methodology/approach – Drawing on qualitative interviews with [n 5 12] key informants in site 
management and planning roles, the research investigates how these sites navigated the pandemic, what 
strategies were employed to support recovery and what challenges persist.
Findings – Findings reveal that while both sites demonstrated operational resilience through health protocols, 
digital engagement and domestic tourism pivots, they continue to face systemic barriers such as governance 
fragmentation, limited innovation capacity and cultural resistance to scientific adaptation. Importantly, the study 
shows that mixed WHS require tailored recovery frameworks that reflect their complex mandates.
Originality/value – It contributes to the growing body of literature on heritage resilience by offering rare 
empirical insights from under-represented African contexts. The paper concludes with recommendations for 
integrated governance, diversified funding and inclusive policy reform to strengthen the long-term sustainability 
of mixed WHS in an increasingly uncertain global landscape.
Keywords Mixed world heritage sites, Post-pandemic recovery, Governance challenges, Resilience strategies, 
African heritage conservation
Paper type Research article

1. Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic severely disrupted the global tourism industry, exposing structural 
vulnerabilities and highlighting the urgent need for adaptive and sustainable recovery 
strategies (Huynh et al., 2022). According to the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 
2021), international tourist arrivals in Africa declined by over 74% in 2020 alone, significantly 
affecting protected areas and heritage sites that rely on tourism revenues for conservation and
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community development. As research has begun to document the effects of the pandemic on 
cultural and natural heritage tourism, a critical gap remains in understanding how mixed World 
Heritage Sites (WHS), sites inscribed for both their natural and cultural value, have fared 
during and after the crisis (Pennington-Gray and Basurto, 2023). According to Dey and 
Pasupuleti (2025), mixed WHS represent some of the most complex protected areas in the 
world, governed by overlapping mandates, often involving competing interests between 
conservation and cultural preservation. These dual-designated sites demand an integrated 
management approach that balances ecological integrity with cultural continuity, often in 
challenging socio-political and economic contexts (Abouei and Tavasoli, 2024). In Africa, 
where only six mixed WHS exist, these challenges are further magnified by limited resources, 
developmental pressures and community dependency on volatile tourism revenues (Gorenflo 
and Romaine, 2021).
The pandemic came in with new layers of complexity to the management of these already 

sensitive sites (Spennemann, 2021). Managers at heritage sites were faced with the dual task of 
maintaining heritage integrity while responding to sudden declines in visitation, disrupted 
revenue flows and rapidly shifting policy environments (Pennington-Gray and Basurto, 2023). 
For this study, resilience is the capacity of heritage systems and institutions to absorb shocks, 
adapt to crises and transform practices for long-term sustainability, it has become a central lens 
through which to assess post-COVID recovery and management effectiveness. Hosseini et al. 
(2021) have noted that empirical research on resilience in mixed WHS is limited, especially in 
the Global South context. This study examines the post-COVID resilience and recovery 
trajectories of two African mixed WHS, the Maloti-Drakensberg Park with its location 
straddling the border of South Africa and Lesotho and the Ngorongoro Conservation Area 
(NCA) in Tanzania. The study draws on in-depth interviews with key stakeholders in 
managerial and operational roles, exploring three interrelated questions: (1) How resilient are 
these sites in the face of pandemic-induced disruption? (2) What low-impact tourism strategies 
have been implemented to support recovery? (3) What challenges continue to constrain their 
sustainable management?
Lately, heritage resilience has received growing scholarly attention, but only a few studies 

have engaged with the specificities of mixed WHS governance and the multi-scalar dynamics 
that shape their post-crisis trajectories (Kuli�s, 2024). Majority of the studies focus on either 
natural or cultural WHS, rarely addressing the management realities of sites that embody both. 
This study offers empirical insights from the mentioned two iconic African heritage sites, 
grounded in the lived experiences of site managers navigating complexity, uncertainty and 
change. It contributes to the growing literature on post-crisis heritage governance, low-impact 
tourism and protected area resilience while raising a critical policy question on whether mixed 
WHS are trailing behind other WHS types in post-COVID recovery.

2. Literature review
Mixed WHS are those WHS that are inscribed for both their cultural and natural value, and 
they are among the most complex to manage within UNESCO’s global framework (Valagussa 
et al., 2020). According to Liu et al. (2022), the dual designation of mixed WHS often result in 
competing priorities, mandates and stakeholder interests, ranging from conservation science 
and Indigenous knowledge to tourism development and community livelihoods. Other studies 
have noted the institutional and operational tensions in such contexts, observing that mixed 
WHS frequently straddle conservation authorities, cultural heritage departments, and local 
governance bodies, each with divergent resource capacities and political agendas (Newisar, 
2023; Morrison et al., 2020). In addition, institutional documentation provided by the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) offers crucial system-
level perspective on both the governance and vulnerability of mixed WHS. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, UNESCO produced several global reports on how WHS, especially 
those in Africa, experienced disproportionate shocks because of prolonged site closures,
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reduced tourism and tourism income and limited monitoring capacity (UNESCO, 2021a). 
According to the World Heritage in the face of COVID-19, the pandemic exacerbated the pre-
existing structural challenges faced in mixed WHS in Africa, such as the high reliance on 
tourism earnings, limited financial resilience and fragmented governance (UNESCO, 2021a). 
There are only six these mixed WHS in Africa, shown in Table 1.
These sites (presented in Table 1) are characterised by ecologically rich landscapes 

intertwined with indigenous heritage and local socio-economic dependencies (Said and 
Ichumbaki, 2023). In both cases, multi-layered governance systems complicate efforts to 
implement integrated management approaches (Zhang et al., 2024). For example, NCA 
simultaneously operates as a UNESCO WHS, a multiple land use area and a tourism engine for 
Tanzania, all while being home to over 90,000 Maasai pastoralists (Kivuyo, 2021). The 
Maloti-Drakensberg Park, spanning South Africa and Lesotho, similarly faces tensions 
between transboundary conservation goals and community-based development (Mengwai, 
2021). The state of conversation (SoC) reporting highlight how these governance structures 
manifest. At the NCA, there have been growing concerns about the population growth and land 
use patterns, tourism development and the increasing impacts of development on both cultural 
and natural values (UNESCO, 2025a). There are also persistent challenges associated with 
transboundary coordination between South Africa and Lesotho at the Maloti-Drakensburg 
Park (MDP), coupled with uneven institution capacity (UNESCO, 2021b, 2023).
According to Seekamp and Jo (2020), in heritage and environmental studies, resilience 

refers to the capacity of systems, ecological, institutional and social, to absorb disturbance, 
adapt and transform while maintaining core functions. When applied to WHS, resilience 
involves the ability of site management systems to withstand shocks such as pandemics, 
economic downturns or climate events and reorganise in ways that ensure long-term 
sustainability (Azzaz and Elshaer, 2024). The resilience discourse is well established in 
ecological sciences, but its application to mixed heritage contexts is still limited (Seekamp and 
Jo, 2020). Falk and Hagsten (2023) argue that most WHS frameworks prioritise risk 
prevention rather than adaptive management. Furthermore, existing resilience models rarely 
account for the complex trade-offs at mixed sites, where actions to protect ecological assets 
may undermine cultural continuity, and vice versa (Mbuthia et al., 2024). The call for a 
heritage-specific resilience framework that accommodates these dualities is increasingly 
urgent especially in the post-COVID era.
The COVID-19 pandemic catalysed a shift in global tourism, with WHS visitation 

declining with over 70% in Africa (UNWTO, 2021). Heritage site managers were forced to re-
evaluate tourism dependency and explore alternative, low-impact recovery models. Previous 
research has emphasised the importance to the transition toward more sustainable forms of 
heritage tourism, grounded in local community empowerment, environmental stewardship 
and digital engagement (Borsekov�a and Vit�ali�sov�a, 2024; Nag and Mishra, 2024). In the 
Angkor case, Alvarez-Sousa and Paniza Prados (2020) revealed how visitor management 
frameworks had to incorporate public health goals alongside traditional sustainability metrics.

Table 1. List of mixed WHS in Africa

Country Name of the mixed WHS

Algeria Tassili n’Ajjer
Chad Ennedi Massif: Natural and Cultural Landscape 
Gabon Ecosystem and Relict Landscape of Lop�e-Okanda 
Mali Cliffs of Bandiagara (Land of the Dogons) 
Lesotho and South Africa Maloti-Drakensberg Park
Tanzania Ngorongoro Conservation Area
Source(s): UNESCO (2025a, b)
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Similar shifts are visible across African WHS, where new actors from health ministries to 
digital innovators have entered the management ecosystem although these shifts are often 
uneven. Mensah (2023) argues that while community-inclusive planning is increasingly 
promoted, actual participation in post-crisis planning remains limited, especially in contexts 
marked by socio-political marginalisation. The UNESCO’s COVID-era analyses highlight 
that the pandemic exposed the vulnerability of heritage governance systems largely dependent 
of tourism, calling for an enhanced community engagement initiative, diversification of funds 
and promoting more coordinated and integrated approaches across various stakeholder levels 
(UNESCO, 2025b).
Post the COVID-19 pandemic WHS have faced unique challenges that go beyond tourism 

recovery (Alvarez-Sousa and Paniza Prados, 2020). In the Drakensberg region, invasive 
species and land-use change pose increasing threats to biodiversity and water security 
(Muresherwa et al., 2024). Meanwhile, climate change accelerates risks like flooding and 
erosion, particularly in ecologically sensitive or low-lying WHS (Vousdoukas et al., 2022). At 
Ngorongoro, land-cover transformation driven by agricultural expansion, infrastructure 
development and demographic pressure continues to reduce ecological resilience and 
exacerbate conservation–livelihood tensions (Mengwai, 2021). Moreover, the fragmentation 
of management responsibilities between conservation and cultural authorities leads to policy 
incoherence (Liburd and Becken, 2020). Botha et al. (2021) highlight how lack of synergy in 
the Maloti-Drakensberg Park delays adaptive response, this governance gap is further 
worsened by limited funding, low institutional capacity and inadequate data sharing 
mechanisms, factors that are commonly cited across African heritage sites.

3. Methodology
This study adopted a qualitative research design to explore the post-COVID resilience and 
management challenges of mixed WHS in Africa. The research focused on two case study sites 
which are the Maloti-Drakensberg Park and NCA. MDP is a transboundary mixed WHS 
located between South Africa and Lesotho (Chatanga et al., 2019) and the NCA is located in 
northern Tanzania (Kivuyo, 2021). Both of these heritage sites are globally recognised for their 
ecological significance and cultural heritage, and they face unique management challenges 
due to their dual designation (Daniel, 2023; Duval, 2022). The Maloti-Drakensberg Park is 
characterised by sensitive alpine ecosystems, endemic species and San rock art while also 
playing a key role in transboundary water security and rural livelihoods (Duval, 2022). On the 
other hand, NCA is a complex multiple-use area with a combination of wildlife conservation, 
archaeological significance and the residence of Indigenous Maasai communities (Kivuyo, 
2021). The selection of these sites was purposive, based on their relevance to the research 
questions, diversity of governance structures, and representativeness of mixed WHS 
challenges in sub-Saharan Africa. Besides both sites considered relevant for the study, the 
site selection presented limitations regarding broader generalisability and institutional access 
was varied. Access to the stakeholders in Ngorongoro was readily facilitated through 
established networks. Conversely, in Maloti-Drakensberg, there were challenges posed by 
institutional gatekeeping, and this required an extended coordination with the park authorities. 
To ensure a balanced representation, the researchers managed these limitations through early 
engagement with stakeholders from both parks and initiated flexible scheduling.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling, targeting individuals with direct 

responsibility for or insight into the management of the two sites. Key informants [n 5 12] 
were interviewed (6 from each site), these included park managers, senior conservation 
officers and cultural heritage specialists. The inclusion criteria for this study focused on 
professional experience, institutional role and capacity to speak to post-COVID management 
dynamics. The diversity of roles ensured a balanced perspective across conservation, tourism, 
and cultural mandates. In addition, the verdict to interview six participants at each site was 
guided by the principle of data saturation, which guided both the sample size and the depth of
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inquiry. Accordingly, data saturation for the study was considered achieved when no new 
significant insights emerged during the final two interviews at each site. This implied that the 
data collated had sufficiently captured various significant perspectives to answer the study’s 
research questions.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews between the researchers and the 

research participants. Questions asked were around perceptions of site resilience, 
implemented tourism recovery strategies, perceived challenges and the influence of the 
site’s mixed designation on management decision-making. All interviews were audio-
recorded with participant consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Thematic analysis 
was employed to analyse the data, allowing for the identification of patterns, recurring themes, 
and divergences across the two case studies. An inductive coding process was first used to 
allow themes to emerge from the data, followed by a deductive round of coding based on the 
study’s guiding research questions. Codes were then clustered into broader categories, which 
informed the discussions and conclusions made by this research.
Thematic analysis revealed four major themes, (1) perceptions of resilience, (2) recovery 

and low-impact tourism strategies, (3) challenges to post-COVID governance and (4) 
opportunities and future directions. Findings reflect a nuanced picture of adaptive capacity, 
innovation and enduring vulnerabilities at these mixed WHS. Table 2 provides the information 
of the study participants.

4. Results
4.1 Perceptions of resilience
Across both heritage sites, informants described resilience as the capacity to maintain essential 
conservation operations despite widespread disruption. At Ngorongoro, this included wildlife 
protection, disease surveillance and community outreach. At Maloti-Drakensberg, resilience 
was seen in the continuation of core environmental monitoring programmes, even as budgets 
were frozen and non-essential projects halted. One informant explained,

We prioritised our activities, stopped all development activities and remained with conservation 
activities only (K9).

Several informants emphasised the important role of scientific knowledge and public health in 
shaping resilient responses. Notably, vaccination campaigns were seen as a prerequisite for 
reopening and regaining visitor confidence.

Table 2. Information of the study participants

Identifier Managerial role at the world heritage site

Maloti-Drakensberg Park (South Africa–Lesotho) 
K1 Conservation Manager 
K2 Culture and Heritage Manager 
K3 Park Ecologist
K4 Park Manager
K5 Planner
K6 Resort Tourism Manager

Ngorongoro Conservation Area (Tanzania) 
K7 Chief Conservator
K8 Community Development officer 
K9 Cultural Heritage Department Manager 
K10 Deputy Conservator
K11 Planning Department Manager 
K12 Tourism Department Manager
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We had to downscale everything and still maintain the heritage one but without people being 
vaccinated, tourists wouldn’t return (K4).

At Ngorongoro, we have seen how cultural beliefs can influence public health decisions, especially when 
it comes to vaccination. That’s why we’ve been strong advocates for science-based decision-making, and 
we’ve worked to launch public awareness campaigns aimed at building trust and understanding within 
our communities. It’s a challenging path, but we believe that through education and respectful 
engagement, we can help shift perceptions and improve health outcomes for everyone here (K7).

Resilience also encompassed social dimensions including continued support for the 
surrounding communities. Informants highlighted measures such as food distribution, 
schooling support and livestock vaccination for neighbouring populations as part of a broader 
resilience strategy

This disruption helped us realise we are part of a larger social fabric. We had to think beyond the park 
boundary (K12).

Both heritage sites demonstrated strong operational resilience, supported by staff commitment 
and external aid. However, conceptions of resilience depended mostly on physical continuity 
rather than long-term institutional learning or reform.

4.2 Recovery and low-impact tourism strategies
When it comes to recovery, both sites implemented a range of strategies that reoriented their 
tourism models toward domestic markets, digital platforms and lower-impact experiences. 
The widespread collapse of international visitation catalysed a shift in marketing and 
programming, with digital storytelling and virtual tourism emerging as prominent innovations

Online access is great, but many rural communities we work with don’t have stable internet (K6). 

We started virtual tourism . . . streaming wildlife and sharing our sites on social media (K7).

We found that the use of digital oriented strategies was crucial in keeping our site visible to the 
international community (K9).

We embraced virtual outreach as well, and it ended up strengthening our connections not just globally, 
but locally too. By sharing our stories online, we saw a rise in community engagement and pride in our 
heritage, especially among younger audiences (K12).

Domestic tourism became a basis for the short-term recovery of the tourism industry, and 
several respondents indicated that new pricing models and targeted promotions helped attract 
local visitors who had previously been marginalised by internationalised heritage economies

We realised we had to make tourism products more available to local tourists, by having a different 
price structure (K5).

Adaptations were not only economic but operational, recovery of the tourism sector also involved 
adaptive management practices such as revising trail systems, introducing new outdoor activities like 
horse riding and mountain biking (K6).

Health and safety protocols were implemented carefully to instill confidence among visitors.

We were following health guidelines strictly, not just for show, but because it helped reassure 
guests (K12).

4.3 Challenges to post-COVID governance
Informants reported persistent governance and management challenges that limited their 
capacity to respond effectively to crisis conditions despite the adaptations. The major 
challenges encompassed institutional fragmentation, limited innovation ecosystems and
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structural overdependence on tourism revenue. Several interviewees expressed the lack of 
integration between conservation and cultural agencies, both within and across national 
boundaries especially in Maloti-Drakensberg.

It is hard to coordinate when mandates are split. There’s a lack of synergy that slows decision-
making (K5).

We experienced this firsthand, navigating overlapping institutional mandates made it difficult to act 
quickly during crises. Even when we had clear priorities, the lack of coordination between agencies 
delayed our response (K8).

Land use regulations were not only difficult but also frequently conflicted with conservation goals. 
Without a unified governance structure, our ability to respond effectively was often hindered by 
bureaucratic hurdles and resource constraints (K9).

Technological limitations also emerged as a constraint, while digital platforms were praised 
for their potential, several respondents admitted that technical capacity, funding and training 
limited their effective deployment.

We should switch to digital marketing, so as to keep marketing the park and keep tourists aware and 
engaged about the park, for example by filming hiking areas (K3).

Another recurrent theme was the vulnerability created by cultural resistance to scientific 
public health measures. In both heritage sites, especially in Ngorongoro, some local 
communities resisted vaccination due to religious or traditional beliefs.

Religious beliefs, I think, was a problem, because people could not adapt to changes when science 
needed to be embraced (K10).

Another constraint that was identified in these heritage sites is innovation capacity. Private 
operators embraced digital platforms, and public institutions often lacked the technical skills 
or equipment to participate meaningfully.

We tried digital marketing, but most of the innovation came from private businesses, not the park 
itself (K3).

Post-COVID-19 pandemic, governance at both of these heritage sites was shaped by pre-
existing system weaknesses, especially fragmented mandates, uneven innovation capacity and 
public health contestation, making comprehensive resilience difficult to achieve.

4.4 Opportunities and future directions
Many challenges were mentioned by the interviewees; however, they also expressed optimism 
about the future and proposed several avenues for building more resilient, inclusive and 
adaptive WHS governance models. One of the avenues was a call for stronger science-policy 
integration, especially in public health and conservation.

We need to trust evidence-based research, not uninformed traditions (K7).

Capacity building was repeatedly mentioned both as a means of empowering local staff and as 
a pathway to broader stakeholder inclusion, informants recommended inter-site training 
programmes, virtual knowledge-sharing platforms and international partnerships.

More conferences, more websites, more cross-site learning; we don’t need to reinvent the wheel (K2).

There was also an interest in embedding heritage values into local education systems, thereby 
nurturing a conservation ethic from an early age.

Children should learn about WHS from primary school, so that it becomes part of their 
worldview (K9).
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The informants also advocated for the expansion of diverse revenue streams beyond tourism. 
These included real estate ventures, cultural product development and ecosystem services 
payments, aimed at stabilising site finances and reducing external vulnerability. Informants 
also called for community-based inclusion mechanisms, ranging from participatory planning 
to youth-led conservation projects.

Resilience must involve the people who live here. Otherwise, we’re just buying time (K8).

Site managers were not only reactive but reflective, using the COVID-19 crisis as a foundation 
to imagine more inclusive, knowledge-driven and financially diverse futures for these 
mixed WHSs.

4.5 Comparative governance and resilience dynamics across Maloti-Drakensberg Park
and Ngorongoro Conservation Area
The comparative analysis of the resilience and governance capacities across the Maloti-
Drakensberg Park and NCA shows both convergences and divergences shaped by contextual 
factors and institutional arrangements. There is evidence of operational resilience 
demonstrated in both sites, which is grounded in the prioritisation of ecological and cultural 
conservation activities as well as the integration of tourism strategies to attract both domestic 
and international markets. The use of digital technologies in both sites was also noted in this 
regard. It was observed that the effectiveness, and challenges faced, of both sites efforts in 
managing their respective sites is determined by governance structures. In the case of Maloti-
Drakensberg, the participants highlighted that there is a significant institutional fragmentation 
with overlapping mandates between the cultural and the ecological heritage agencies. Such a 
dilemma was noted to be one of the key hindrances for successful coordination and proper 
management of the park. As a result, at Maloti-Drakensberg, one of the major challenges faced 
is slow decision-making due to conflicts of interest between and dived authority between the 
cultural and ecological stakeholders. Conversely, Ngorongoro showed a stronger governance 
compared to Maloti-Drakensberg. Despite the existence of structural constraints, there is a 
stronger integration of cultural heritage and community development at Ngorongoro, resulting 
in more unified activities that assist in addressing various challenges faced by surrounding 
communities.
The results show that there is a significant disparity regarding stakeholder dynamics on the 

two sites. In Ngorongoro, there is a strong social dynamic where communities are incorporated 
within resilience strategies, public campaigns that put into consideration cultural beliefs and 
promotes a symbiotic relationship between the park management and the locals. At Maloti-
Drakensburg, such an approach is less emphasised, in which limited inclusion mechanisms 
and inadequate governance limit the participatory initiatives. In addition, both sites showed a 
lack of innovation capacity. Besides this, management in Ngorongoro showed more agility in 
leveraging digital platforms while in Maloti-Drakensberg there exist technical and resource 
constraints challenges. Overall, while both sites showed that there is a shared commitment to 
promoting essential conservation functions and evolving tourism models, Ngorongoro 
emphasises robust governance and community engagement which helps contribute to a more 
resilient, adaptive and socially integrated resilience model. In contrast, Maloti-Drakensberg’s 
resilience is hindered by governance fragmentation and institutional silos. This underscores 
the need for more cohesive structures that are inclusive of all stakeholders affected, including 
the communities to augment long-term recovery and sustainability. These distinctions 
illuminate how contextual governance frameworks and stakeholder relations critically shape 
the capacity of heritage sites to absorb shocks and reorient toward resilient futures. While this 
study is grounded in primary empirical data, it is worth noting that several findings align with 
UNESCO reporting and guidance. For instance, SoC reports for both Maloti-Drakensberg 
Park and NCA highlight challenges related to governance fragmentation, reliance on tourism 
revenue, and the importance of community engagement, issues that this research data
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corroborate. Additionally, UNESCO’s COVID-19 guidance emphasised adaptive, low-impact 
tourism strategies and the need for stakeholder-inclusive recovery planning, echoing the 
measures and innovations described by site-level informants in this study.

5. Discussion
The findings of this study provide compelling evidence that mixed WHS in Africa, specifically 
the Maloti-Drakensberg Park and the NCA, have exhibited both adaptive potential and 
enduring structural fragilities in the face of COVID-19. As some resilience and innovation 
were evident, recovery trajectories were uneven, and the complexity of mixed WHS 
governance remains a significant constraint. The emphasis on maintaining core conservation 
activities, public health measures and community outreach highlights a form of operational 
resilience that aligns with Folke et al.’s (2010) adaptive capacity framework. Prioritisation of 
essential services, even amid revenue collapse, demonstrates that resilience is not merely 
about bouncing back but rather reorganising in ways that preserve core heritage values. This 
mirrors observations by Seekamp and Jo (2020), who argue for heritage systems that can 
transform rather than merely absorb shocks. The strong emphasis on science-based 
approaches, including vaccination and digital technology adoption, highlights the need for 
integrated knowledge systems in heritage governance. Some of the participants advocated for 
deeper public understanding of evidence-based practices, and this has also been mentioned by 
Roig�e et al. (2021), calling for public health to be recognised as a dimension of cultural 
resilience. Cultural resistance to vaccination, particularly in Ngorongoro, illustrates how 
deeply embedded belief systems can constrain adaptive governance, a challenge rarely 
addressed in mainstream resilience frameworks.
The shift toward digital engagement and domestic market reorientation reflects a growing 

global trend toward low-impact, localised heritage tourism (Alvarez-Sousa and Paniza Prados, 
2020; Mensah, 2023). Virtual tourism, revised trail systems and new recreational offerings 
demonstrate how crises can act as a catalyst for rethinking tourism models. Previous studies 
have also mentioned on transformative resilience, where systems do not simply adapt but 
evolve into more sustainable configurations (Seekamp and Jo, 2020). These innovations were 
often reactive rather than strategic, and their success depended on managerial initiative and 
external partnerships. In some cases, digital strategies were driven by private actors or 
nongovernmental organisation collaborators rather than site authorities themselves, revealing 
an ongoing capability gap within public heritage sites. The ability to build back better thus 
appears contingent on pre-existing institutional and technological capacity, a concern 
mentioned by Hoveka et al.’s (2020) assessment of protected area innovation in southern 
Africa.
Despite isolated innovations, the data highlight persistent challenges that undermine 

systemic resilience. One of these challenges is governance fragmentation particularly between 
conservation and cultural authorities. Participants highlighted limited synergy, weak inter-
agency collaboration and mismatched mandates, issues that echo long-standing critiques of 
WHS governance in transboundary and mixed-designation contexts (Mugobi and 
Mlozi, 2021).
The economic fragility of mixed WHS, exacerbated by dependence on international 

tourism, reinforces arguments that WHS governance needs to diversify revenue streams and 
strengthen local economic linkages (Mensah, 2023). Initiatives such as real estate ventures and 
ecosystem service payments point to emerging models but still remain promising and 
unevenly adopted. The findings from this study support the view that resilience at mixed WHS 
is constrained not only by external shocks but by internal system rigidity, inflexible funding 
models, siloed bureaucracies and inconsistent community engagement. Such limitations risk 
entrenching a form of path dependency, where sites revert to pre-crisis practices rather than 
transforming governance models for long-term sustainability.
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The fourth theme of opportunity and future direction suggests a desire among site-level 
actors to move toward more inclusive, science-informed and collaborative governance 
frameworks. Based on the comparative analysis of the two sites, the study highlights 
implications that reflect their unique challenges and opportunities within their respective 
governance and resilience contexts. In the case of Maloti-Drakensberg Park, the fragmented 
governance structures require a need to enhance institutional coordination and cohesive 
mandates across ecological and cultural conservation agencies. This would assist in improving 
decision-making and enable more comprehensive crisis response. In addition, it would be 
beneficial for the park to intensify community engagement and capacity building to foster a 
broader stakeholder involvement, which is currently omitted. Further, the park can benefit 
from investing on technical innovation and training within public institutions. This would 
assist in reducing the high dependence levels on the private operators and improve the park’s 
adaptive management strategies. Regarding Ngorongoro, there is need for continued efforts to 
create a balance between cultural sensitivity issues with scientific guidance to further 
strengthen public trust. It will also be beneficial to expand digital innovations beyond private 
operators as well as enhance resource allocation. This will help in enhancing resilience and 
recovery outcomes. One main challenge of Ngorongoro is the overreliance on tourism as a key 
revenue generator at the park. Therefore, diversifying revenue streams would be significant in 
addressing this challenge and support sustainable governance of this park.
The findings of this study underscore the significant need to refine the resilience 

frameworks on mixed WHS, particularly in a developing context. It was observed that while 
the existing frameworks, more especially those that emphasise continuity of main functions, 
absorptive capacity and adaptability, remain relevant, tailored content-specific frameworks 
that address complex WHS are needed. Key problems were identified in this study – (1) 
governance fragmentation, as seen in the Maloti-Drakensberg case, and (2) innovation 
asymmetries, as seen in both sites. These problems are attributed to both operational 
constraints and structural dimensions, which contribute to the presumed linearity of both sites’ 
resilience. This study therefore exposes the limitations of traditional resilience models when 
applied to complex settings such as mixed WHS in developing contexts. These models tend to 
overlook the siloed institutions, misaligned mandates and complex cultural-political dynamics 
that shape crisis response, particularly within mixed WHS governance systems. In addition, 
while most modern frameworks advocate for technological adaptation as part of their 
resilience strategies, this study finds that in developing contexts, there is a significant uneven 
innovation capacity. This challenge is attributed to the disparities in access to digital, 
organisational mandates as well as the local-private sector dynamics.
As a result, this study advocates for heritage-specific resilience frameworks that center the 

interactions between cultural and ecological agencies, as well as community inclusion in 
tourism planning and conservation strategies. For example, in Ngorongoro, cultural beliefs 
were observed to influence public health interests. This suggests that resilience cannot be fully 
understood in purely technical terms; incorporating social legitimacy and local epistemologies 
may offer more sustainable outcomes. This study, therefore, supports the adoption of relational 
and systematic resilience models, in which recovery is not only seen as returning to the norm, 
but reimagining the interplay of heritage governance, community engagement and adaptive 
strategizing. Overall, situating resilience within broader socio-political dynamics, this study 
offers insights into more context-specific evolution of resilience frameworks and heritage 
settings across developing regions.
Calls for knowledge-sharing platforms, early education and inter-site training reflect a 

belief that resilience must be built not just at the site level, but across institutional and 
epistemic networks. This is similar to what was mentioned by Thakadu et al. (2023) on 
transboundary WHS collaboration and supports emerging thinking in heritage policy that 
emphasises adaptive co-management, particularly in contexts of high ecological and cultural 
complexity. The desire to embed mixed WHS learning in schools and increase youth 
engagement offers a powerful strategy for long-term cultural sustainability, aligning with the

Journal of Cultural 
Heritage 

Management and 
Sustainable 

Development

461

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/jchmsd/article-pdf/16/7/452/11737498/jchmsd-05-2025-0144en.pdf by guest on 08 July 2026



UN’s Education for Sustainable Development goals. As this study showcased substantial 
resilience potential, it also cautions against assuming that innovation alone can overcome 
entrenched barriers. When it comes to mixed WHS in the Global South, transformative 
resilience must be grounded in structural reform, capacity investment, and equitable
governance. 
Overall, to improve the applied value of the findings, this study provides several 

implications on policy and practical interventions tailored to the complexities of mixed WHS 
in developing contexts. A key recommendation is to promote revenue diversification at both 
sites, though this need is particularly urgent in Ngorongoro, where the study identified a heavy 
reliance on tourism as the primary, and often sole, source of revenue. This can be achieved 
through the promotion of cohesive management that enables partnerships amongst NGOs, 
local enterprises, private sectors and community-based tourism operators. This effort needs to 
be supported by enabling national policies. Regarding the policy level, it would be beneficial 
to promote institutional integration on both sites, where cultural and natural mandates can be 
facilitated through the formation of inter-agency tack forces that can work on joint 
management frameworks. Such a force should outline clear goals and terms of reference as 
well as shared performance indicators. Allowing for this initiative would formalise 
collaboration, reduce conflicts of interest and most importantly, enhance crisis response. 
The two sites may also benefit from promoting capacity-building initiatives. These should 
include targeted training of the sites’ stuff, regional knowledge workshops and secondments 
between agencies. Such initiatives would be beneficial in further operationalizing resilience 
thinking. It is important to note that embedding these implications within broader national 
heritage policies and strategies would help in the implementation of sustainable practices that 
are aligned with global heritage governance standards. Ultimately, this study contributes to a 
more grounded and context-specific understanding of resilience, offering practical insights for 
reimagining heritage governance in complex and developing regions.

6. Conclusion
This study examined the resilience, recovery strategies, and ongoing challenges facing two 
African mixed WHS, the Maloti-Drakensberg Park and the NCA, in the wake of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Drawing on the perspectives of twelve key informants in management, planning, 
conservation and community engagement, the research explored how these sites navigated an 
unprecedented global crisis and what their experiences reveal about the broader governance of 
mixed WHS. The findings revealed that as both sites exhibited notable degrees of operational 
resilience, including the continuation of conservation activities and adherence to health 
guidelines, their recovery trajectories were shaped by significant constraints. Digital 
innovation and domestic tourism played a critical role in reactivating visitor engagement, 
but these responses were often fragmented and dependent on external support. Institutional 
challenges, including governance fragmentation, limited capacity and over-reliance on 
tourism revenue, persisted as core barriers to transformative change. The study also reveals a 
strong desire among heritage managers and site actors for a more integrated, inclusive and 
future-oriented governance model. Calls for cross-site knowledge exchange, community 
education, alternative financing and stronger science-policy linkages suggest a readiness to 
reimagine heritage management beyond reactive crisis response. In terms of scholarly 
contribution, this paper extends the literature on heritage resilience through providing rare 
qualitative insights from two under-researched mixed WHS in sub-Saharan Africa. The study 
highlights the value of practitioner perspectives in evaluating post-crisis adaptation and the 
limitations of one-size-fits-all resilience frameworks in contexts marked by ecological and 
cultural interdependence.
Based on the findings, the study recommends a multifaceted approach to strengthening the 

resilience of mixed WHS. First, institutional integration should be prioritised, with heritage 
agencies fostering stronger coordination between cultural and natural authorities to enhance
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policy coherence and response efficiency, particularly at sites with dual mandates. Equally 
important is investment in digital infrastructure and staff training to support the development 
and maintenance of virtual tourism platforms, which are vital for long-term visibility and 
adaptive capacity. WHS education should be embedded within school curricula and 
mechanisms for inclusive, community-based decision-making should be expanded in order 
to build local stewardship. Financial sustainability also requires attention, heritage sites should 
diversify revenue streams beyond traditional tourism by exploring models such as real estate 
partnerships, payments for ecosystem services, and philanthropic contributions. Finally, 
resilience must be embedded in national and regional heritage policy frameworks through 
adaptive governance structures capable of responding to evolving socio-ecological dynamics.
This study is not without limitations. Its qualitative design and focus on two case sites 

constrain the generalisability of findings. However, these cases of Ngorongoro and Maloti-
Drakensburg offer an important starting point for theorising resilience within mixed WHS in 
the Global South. Future comparative research, including a wider range of mixed WHS across 
different national and cultural contexts, could refine the typologies of resilience and 
governance proposed in this study. Future research should extend comparative analysis to 
additional WHS types and regions, and longitudinal studies could evaluate whether the 
innovations documented here are sustained as global tourism patterns shift.
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